FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
What should we not have given for the honest man's
statement to be true? But, fearful of alarming him, we left it
so. What we wanted most to know was his estimate of our
chances of getting on.
The sum of the information he could give us amounted to
the fact that, since the Moslem rising two years before,
nobody except Norin had come through to Teijinar from
Cherchen. Cherchen was forty-five days* march from
Arakshatu on the main caravan route, formerly the well-
known Silk Road, which was a considerable distance away,
It was not known whether the civil war had ended. Nobody
dared to travel. Two Chinese traders had been killed by
huntsmen in the mountains when they went to try and
collect what was owing to them. The people had withdrawn,
every man to his own camping ground. Nobody dared cross
certain areas. The Mongols—whom our host called Kal-
mucks—distrusted everybody.
But if Boro found he could not get us a guide, he would
himself help us out of the Tsaidam. He did not, however,
disguise the fact that it was a bad season. The beasts were
thin and there was still next to nothing for them in the way of
pasture. The ordinary route had no water-points, and it led
to Ghass on the frontier of Sinkiang where there was an out-
post from which we might easily be sent back. It would be
better to go by the lonely mountainous region to the south
where there must inevitably be water. That way we should
reach a camp of Turki hunters at Issik Pakte (Mongolian,
Mokskan) in twelve days. The Moslems, it appeared, had not
left the place after the rising, though their co-religionists had
evacuated the Mongolian lands on which they usually lived.
At Issik Pakte we should, doubtless, be able to find a guide to
take us to Cherchen—Boro, as a Russian, would not be
allowed to go there. In fact, all the southern oases were in the
hands of Ma Chung-ying's Tungans and these were at war
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